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Desktop Dada 



By Suzanne Nortkington 


WHO SAirS PROPHETS CAN’T MAKE PROFITS? 

Certainly not Ted Nelson. The coni' 
puter visionary has finally found funding 
for a twenty'nine^year^old software project 
he claims will create an “electronic Library 
of Alexandria.” The Xanadu project, 
which he began before the end of the EiS' 
enhower administration, actually predates 
the invention of personal computers. Its 
humble promise? To render paper publish¬ 
ing obsolete. 

Nelson, the notorious IBM basher whose 
1973 underground classic. Computer Lib, 
became the bible of the hacker ethic, has 
had to be patient. For years his project 
struck the computer world as so ambitious 
and so chimerical that no company would 
touch it. None, that is, until Xanadu’s 
“hypertext” concept became widely ac¬ 
cepted, and Autodesk, a Sausalito com¬ 
pany known in the industry for innovation 
and risk-taking, agreed last year to invest 
in Nelson’s software, bestowing on him the 
title of Distinguished Fellow. 

Lionized as a folk hero in the seventies 
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by teenage whiz kids. Nelson has inspired a whole generation of 
technopreneurs. He attacked the mainframe mentality that per¬ 
vaded corporate computing, crying out for computers to be put 
in the hands of The People. 

If he wasn’t the first visionary to imagine the potential of per¬ 
sonal computers, he was definitely the funniest, the craziest, the 
most flamboyant. Passion purple is his trademark color, and 
friends say you can always spot him at a computer fair—just look 
for the Ichabod Crane figure in a black velvet suit, pointy wizard 
shoes, a calculator belt, and eye-buming violet shirt. But he’s not 
at all the nerd he sounds like. In fact, a national contest judged 
by Playgirl magazine named him one of the Most Eligible Bache¬ 
lors of 1983. 

If you read Computer Ub today (a required text in some college 
computer courses), it doesn’t seem revolutionary, probably be¬ 
cause personal computing has become a fact of life. But fifteen 
years ago it hit like a thunderbolt, influencing a generation of 
young computer pioneers such as Steve Wozniak, Bill Gates, and 
Lee Felsenstein, who embraced it as the Strawberry Statement of 
the burgeoning movement. “Create the computer Thomas Jef¬ 
ferson would have loved” was Nelson’s battle cry. 
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And maybe he finally has. Xanadu 
employs hypertext, a software with 
prodigious storage capabilities, plus 
“historic backtrack” and document^ 
linking features. Perhaps more exciting 
is what Nelson hopes will flower from 
this technology—the vast, “planetary” 
library of documents that may well 
become an industry standard for on¬ 
line publishing. Anyone can publish in 
the Xanadu system, so Nelson views it 
as more than software. It has political 
implications, since it gives users the 
freedom and the capability to dissemi¬ 
nate their views through ar^ on-line 
global linkup. 

“We’re electronifying literature . . . 
automating the system of historical 
continuation and succession of ideas,” 
says Nelson. 

His own version of hypertext grew 
out of a lonely obsession —a writer’s 
private frustration. Starting from the 
premise that computers are electronic 
mirrors of the. mind, he schematized an 
interactive software that would allow 
students “to zoom like birds through 
the enchanted forest of ideas.” Says 
Nelson, “I want to see the writings of 
Herodotus, Nostradamus, and Mat¬ 
thew Brann as accessible as those of 
Rod McKuen. An all-encompassing 
picture-book encyclopedia. No more 
pencils, no more books. No more 
teacher’s dirty looks.” 

He had some help turning his vision 
into a business. He got together with 
five other computer nuts—one in high 
school, others college students or drop¬ 
outs—and hatched the plan, in the 
summer of 1979 in a suburban tract 
house in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania. 
United by an almost religious belief in 
computer populism, this group of out¬ 
law intellectuals gathered together and 
eagerly woriced to translate Nelson’s 
quixotic vision into workable software 
and a marketable commodity. 

“There was a strong conspiratorial 
sense of wotking together on a secret 
project that was going to change the 
world,” recalls Mark Miller, one of 
Nelson’s collaborators. “We felt part of 
a revolution no one had heard of yet, 
but which would change everyone’s 
life. We wanted to build the computer 
system that would be the future reposi¬ 
tory of all mankind’s knowledge. In 
order to avoid a tyrannical, oppressive 
future, we felt a responsibility to take 
heroic action to build this system so 



that 1984 would never be possible.” 

Laying out the grand strategy on a 
Formica countertop, they hammered 
out programming codes, developed 
marketing strategies, anticipated legal 
problems. What they developed was 
Xanadu’s publishing capability, de¬ 
signed to allow every Sally, Dick, and 
Jane to publish his or her own books for 
a global on-line audience. 

“Anyone who has access to Xanadu 
can be an author,” says Miller. “No 
authority dictates that what you have 
to say is good or bad.” This, of course, 
also means that Sally, Dick, and Jane 
don’t have to meet standards of literary 
excellence and are free to be as medi¬ 
ocre as they like. But imagine, Xanadu 
authors won’t have to contend with 
the whims and market-research-based 
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pressure for profitability of the big pub¬ 
lishing houses. 

Nelson and friends planned for the 
day when the People would trium< 
phantly embrace their God-given right 
to publish. Even ghetto kids. Nelson 
proclaims, will be liberated from the 
bondage of poverty by Xanadu’s global 
capabilities. What self-respecting 
1990s liberal will be able to resist such 
inspiring rhetoric? 



POUR FEMME. 


NELSON HAS PREACHED HIS POPULIST GOS- 
pel in an endless stream of self-pub- 
lished assaults on the computer estab¬ 
lishment. No institution bore the 
brunt of that assault more than IBM, 
which he dubbed variously The Insti¬ 
tute of Black Magic, the Jolly Blue 
Giant, and International Big Mother. 
In Computer Lib, he wrote: “IBM to my 
way of thinking is the way the Soviet 
Union would be if the Soviet Union 
worked,” and “IBMopoly has no mo¬ 
nopoly on understanding or sophistica¬ 
tion.” 

Today he still exults in his assaults 
on big brother. “There is a saying in 
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the slums that the way to make a repu¬ 
tation is to take the biggest boy on the 
block and sock him,” says Nelson. 
“That’s what I did with IBM. I made a 
point of picking a fight with them. It 
was a calculated dare.” (Big Blue once 
unknowingly paid Nelson’s lecture fee 
for a speech in which he proclaimed 
“IBM est la bite noirer) But his IBM 
bashing got him noticed—a few years 
after Computer Lib Was published, he 
was invited to give a lecture to IBM 
employees. 

The younger generation, now the 
kingpins of Silicon Valley, are sitting 
ducks for his potshots. “Apple is Wall 
Street’s idea of a counter-culture com¬ 
pany,” he says. “They wear jeans and 
play hi-fi’s at work, isn’t that a trip? 
The world sees a polished yuppie- 
craftsy image carefully maintained by 
Regis McKenna Associates. Actually, 
Apple is about as counter-cultural as 
Pepsi-Cola.” 

His tirades may have made Nelson 
notorious, but they didn’t make him 
rich. He remained the impoverished 
Old Testament prophet while Apple 
and others went on to found a multi- 
billion-dollar industry. Until Autodesk 
showed interest in Xanadu, Nelson 
could not find support for his ideas in 
the business world. For twenty years he 
looked for corporate backing. Bell 
Laboratories, Harcourt Brace Jova- 
novich. Systems Development Foun¬ 
dation, Datapoint, and countless Wall 
Street investors all showed interest. 
But Nelson’s talent for offending po¬ 
tential investors with outsized de¬ 
mands sabotaged every deal. He claims 
the world just wasn’t ready for Xanadu. 

Diplomacy, tact, and compromise do 
not count among Nelson’s arsenal of 
virtues. And he ii;as trying to sell a 
wine before its time. Hypertext didn’t 
become an industry mania until 1986, 
when Apple, Owl, and more than a 
dozen other companies developed hy¬ 
pertext systems uniting text, graphics, 
and sound. “In 1986, due to the sudden 
ascendance of hypertext, I found my¬ 
self abruptly promoted from lunatic to 
visionary,” says Nelson, who came up 
with the name in 1964. Still, Nelson 
was not the one to appear on the cover 
of Business Week last fall. That distinc¬ 
tion belonged to Apple founder Ste¬ 
ven Jobs, whose adroitly marketed 
Next computer will have the most so¬ 
phisticated graphics and sound ever 
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and a reference and storage capacity 
that may even outreach hypertext’s. 

Over the years Nelson’s advertise¬ 
ments for himself have become the 
stuff of legend. Donning a papier- 
mldh^ computer for a computer con¬ 
ference in the early sixties, he made a 
statement about “the intrinsically per¬ 
sonal nature of computers.” He once 
delivered an off-the-cuff speech to a 
mainstream crowd, an erudite dis¬ 
course on high-tech sexual aids (which 
he dubbed Psychoacoustic Dildonics), 
in which he explained how audio- 
transducers can stimulate sexual 
arousal. 

“My life is an open book,” he told us. 
“I will tell you anything, since I think 
of myself as a literary figure. Everything 
will be known about me eventually. I 
expect to be thoroughly researched by 
scholars in the twenty-first century.” 
It’s no accident that he’s named his 
software for a utopia—Xanadu—made 
famous in the poem “Kubla Khan” by 
Coleridge. 

Yet his roots are more theatrical 
than literary. In fact, Theodor Holm 
Nelson grew up in a wealthy and cul¬ 
tured household on Washington 
Square in Greenwich Village. His 
mother is the screen actress Celeste 
Holm and his father the late film direc¬ 
tor Ralph Nelson. During Ted’s school 
days, his mother was at the peak of her 
career, starring in Oklahoma^ AH About 
Eve, and Gentleman^s Agreemeru, for 
which she won an Academy Award in 
1947. Ralph Nelson became widely 
known as the director of Requiem for a 
Heavyweight, Lilies of the Field, and 
Charly, 

“Ted was the most remarkable little 
boy I ever knew,” says Celeste Holm. 
“Even though he was my own son, I 
could see that he was truly astonish¬ 
ing.” By all accounts, young Nelson 
was an extremely precocious little kid 
whose intense articulateness intimi¬ 
dated his school chums. “Words were 
my swords and my toys, my weapons 
and my playthings,” he says. 

In graduate school at Harvard, Nel¬ 
son had a tougher time establishing a 
reputation as an eccentric among so 
many others who aspired to the same 
distinction. But Nelson was known, 
then as now, for being off by himself 
and for hating authority so deeply that 
he would not follow any professorial 
star—^not even the mavericks. He was 
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better known for his feuds (with Rich¬ 
ard “Ram Dass” Alpert, for example) 
than his aiffiliations. 

From 1967 to 1970 Nelson worked 
for Bell Laboratories on military text 
systems for the Anti-Ballistic Missile 
Program. But even more odd, consider¬ 
ing his radical politics, was his work 
with the CIA. While consulting for 
them on computer systems in 1966, he 
tried to sell the intelligence agency on 
the idea of hypertext. 

He was acting on a long-held fasci¬ 
nation with the military establish¬ 
ment. “I was interested in the intellec¬ 
tual analysis of confrontation,” he says. 
“I was a clever elitist and wanted to 
argue thermonuclear war for the Rand 
Corporation. I had disdain for the 
peace activists who chained them¬ 
selves to fences. That doesn’t mean I 
wasn’t pro-peace, but I wanted to play 
the game from the’ inside.” 

Though Nelson’s CIA flirtation 
threatened to damage his credibility, it 
proved to be short-lived. But it is a 
prime example of his campaign of out¬ 
rageous behavior, and one of the rea¬ 
sons he is viewed by some as a crack¬ 
pot. “I dismiss the people who call me 
that,” he says. “My disdain is so tower¬ 
ing, my snobbery so great, that .when 
people call me a crackpot, it merely 
tells me something about them.” 

HE HAS BEEN ACCUSED OF BEING POLITI- 
cally naive, but the prickly iconoclast 
balks at that one, too. “I do not believe 
the word naive applies to me at all. You 
may as well describe Leo Tolstoy as 
naive. A lot of my strategies in life 
have been based upon a rather pro¬ 
found understanding of reality. I know 
the game. It’s a question of being able 
to calculate the effect of what you’re 
doing. Mahatma Gandhi was naive in 
the same sense. Actually, Gandhi was 
a very sophisticated son of a bitch, and 
he knew exactly what he was doing.” 

Ironically, this particular prophet— 
of the high-tech variety—today lives 
with an avalanche of paper. He makes 
his home on an ark in Sausalito harbor, 
and it is piled high with fragmentary 
screenplays, novels-in-progress, schol¬ 
arly treatises on subjects from ethics 
and epistemology to genetics and hu¬ 
man sexuality, and, finally, the manu¬ 
script of his unfinished masterpiece, 
the receptacle of his entire philosophic 
outlook, “Principia Schematic.” 
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Some philosophers spend their lives 
contemplating the nature of God. 
Others ruminate: on the great moral 
issues of the day. Nelson’s existential 
dilemma is of a* different sort. “The 
principal predicament of my life is 
what to do with the two million note 
cards I’ve accumulated over the past 
twenty^eight years,” he says. These are 
note cards he’s saving for the Xanadu 
filing system. But the monstrous accu¬ 
mulation is only a fraction of the vast 
quantity of paper he retains. For Nel¬ 
son will not discard any paper, however 
trivial. He keeps storage lockers all 
over the country, on which he pays 
staggering rents, that are bulging with 
paper, paper, and more paper. His pal 
Roger Gregory recalls finding a bundle 
marked “UJM—63” one day among 
Nelson’s possessions. “What^s that?” 
Gregory asked. “Unopened junk mail 
from 1963,” Nelson replied. 

Today, with the Autodesk-Xanadu 
marriage firmly underway, the ques¬ 
tion on everyone’s minds is how suc¬ 
cess will change Ted Nelson. There are 
already signs that the ornery intellec¬ 
tual is in danger of mellowing. He re¬ 
luctantly confesses that he’s almost 
happy these days. “I have much less of 
a chip on my shoulder. I’m much less 
bitter than I used to be.” 

“The problem now for Ted is what to 
do when the mud you’ve been pushing 
for thirty years starts to slide,” says Lee 
Felsenstein, president of Golemics, 
Inc. in Berkeley. “After the American 
Revolution, Thomas Paine went off to 
Europe and kept trying to repeat his 
act, to much less effect. Ted will be by¬ 
passed, too, if he doesn’t change his 
way of operating. He will no longer be 
able to play the role of Scorned Out¬ 
sider.” 

But maybe he’s played that role long 
enough. These days, he seems to be 
settling in rather comfortably. “I love 
hobnobbing with the rich and power¬ 
ful,” he told us recently. “I want to pull 
the strings from the inside. I love cor¬ 
porate boardrooms. I do not eschew the 
company of the power elite as so many 
in the liberal establishment do. In fact, 
when I was young, I intended to be in 
the power elite—and it looks like 
that’s going to happen after all. But 
only through the Spiderman tactic of 
climbing up the side of the skyscraper 
rather than taking the elevator and 
being welcomed into the penthouse.”® , 
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